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Foreign Brides


‘What makes Lappin’s stories so effective is not just her resolute honesty and sense of emotional adventure but also her exquisitely dark humour ... A collection that marks the arrival of an urbane and engaging talent’


New York Times Book Review


‘Almost every character in these stories is from elsewhere, negotiating the codes and rituals of an unfamiliar culture. This is what gives these stories their tension, and also their humour. I look forward to Lappin’s forthcoming first novel’


Jewish Chronicle


‘This collection of stories is well worth reading, not least because the voice telling them is original. And you can’t say that often these days’


Yorkshire Post


‘These sharp, wry stories about life in exile form a memorable portrait of cultural alienation and how it, too, can grow familiar . . . Lappin’s characters are brave and idiosyncratic and more than able to make do in times of hardship, reinforcing our feeling that in this book, at least, community is an expansive term’


New Yorker


‘Lappin takes the loneliness out of exile but not the detachment. Fresh, funny and affecting’


Sunday Express


‘All of these meditations on love and exile pack a powerful punch, often sly and sophisticated, sometimes surreally comic . . . This is an honest and lively collection which makes you laugh out loud. A surefire, confident debut’


The Latest



Elena Lappin is a writer and editor. Born in Moscow, she grew up in Prague and Hamburg, and has lived in Israel, Canada, the United States and – longer than anywhere else – in London. She is the author of Foreign Brides and The Nose, and has contributed to numerous publications, including Granta, Prospect, the Guardian and the New York Times Book Review. She is editor of ONE, an imprint of Pushkin Press.
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For my parents




It was as if a curtain had fallen, hiding everything I had ever known. It was almost like being born again.


Jean Rhys, Voyage in the Dark




Noa and Noah


Noa’s decision to stop buying kosher meat, without letting her husband Noah know, was, on the face of it, a sudden impulse. One afternoon, on her way home from the park, she passed the butcher shop near her house, as she did almost every day. She had been thinking of the effort involved in making a special trip to her annoyingly talkative, nosy, and rude kosher butcher, the time it would take, the people she would have to ‘bump into’ while ‘choosing’ her usual cuts of lamb, chicken, and turkey (beef was no longer on the menu). The thought of it made her sick. Here, on the other hand, was a rosy-cheeked, clean-shaven JOE McELLIGOTT (as the red-and-white lettering above the shop’s awning cheerfully announced) who displayed various pink sections of dead pigs in his window with such pride and delight that it almost made Noa’s mouth water. So, she thought, what if I just went in there, pretending to be one of them, what if I just asked for a couple of broilers and some minced turkey – it looks the same, Noah will never know the difference. And if he doesn’t know, he’s not sinning. I am, but fuck that.

Not only did Noah not notice the difference – he was terribly pleased with that Friday-night meal. He actually loved the chicken, and asked Noa if she was finally using his mother’s recipe. This was Noah’s highest praise – he considered Noa’s Israeli cooking unrefined. It used to upset her when he berated her culinary skills as if she were a kitchen apprentice trying to qualify for tenure as a wife. But now she thought, what can I expect from a debt collector?

When they first met, almost six years ago in Israel, Noah made Noa laugh by constantly referring to the similarity of their names. It didn’t help that Noa pointed out the difference in the Hebrew spelling, and the fact that their names certainly didn’t sound the same in Hebrew. His ended in a hard, guttural ‘ch’, which he liked to ignore; in his native north Londoner’s English, ‘Noah’ dissolved in a nice soft vowel, and so did ‘Noa’, and therefore – he argued – they were meant for each other. It had been a funny joke until one night this red-haired British cousin of her best friend’s stepsister took her to a decadent Tel Aviv disco, danced in a slightly drunken way, and then insisted on making love to her in his parents’ empty summer penthouse.

Noa was intimidated by the chrome and glass everywhere. Her own parents’ apartment in Ramat Gan contained mostly decrepit dark wood furniture, covered with dusty lace and musty-smelling polyester. Noah seemed sleek and intriguing to Noa. He talked incessantly in bed, which she found impressive; her Israeli boyfriends hardly ever uttered anything verbal except an occasional ze tov? She didn’t understand half of what he was saying but it all sounded sweet, sexy, and somehow mysterious.

A few months later, she was starring in her own wedding video, though she didn’t exactly remember signing the contract. His parents took over, there was a breeze of London in it all, her poor old Polish parents almost disappeared under the weight of so much chrome and glass and gold and diamonds. Finchley Gothic versus Ramat Gan Post-Holocaust Modern. Masses of dewy pale veiny legs on stiletto heels versus sun-devoured parched feet in sandals. Her friends didn’t understand what she was up to, and neither did Noa – but it felt good. So she was giving up her life as she knew it, marrying a kippa-wearing accountant, moving to London. So what. She was twenty and he made her feel all grown up. And he sure didn’t wear his kippa in bed.

The first two years were almost a success. Noa’s English was so basic that she continued to be seduced by her image of Noah as a glamorous young businessman. Their home in East Finchley, a family-owned property, seemed like a palace to Noa – though she felt uncomfortable with the decor, which was an almost exact replica of the Tel Aviv penthouse. To Noah’s surprise, his brand-new wife was spending more time in the bathroom than in any other part of the house; for there, she could close her eyes in the blue-green bathwater and picture herself on the Tel Aviv beach. She felt like a trapped mermaid, escaping to her natural habitat.

Then one day she noticed that her English had improved so dramatically that she could enter into arguments with Gerda, her mother-in-law, and, although she didn’t exactly win them, she didn’t lose them either. Even better, Noa’s ear suddenly started picking up occasional slip-ups in Noah’s mother’s accent; no matter how hard Gerda tried, her East End vowels kept showing in her unnaturally clipped speech, like the dark roots in her bleached hair. Noa, who had wanted with all her heart to feel close to her new family, was puzzled by so much unnecessary artifice, and now thought of her parents’ home as refreshingly warm and unpretentious.

By the time she realized that Noah was actually employed in his father’s business as a junior debt collector, and that his life’s aspiration was to one day run the small Finchley office and become a senior debt collector, Noa was already pregnant with Noah’s child. She had also by now finally deciphered and demystified her husband’s sexy mumblings which invariably accompanied their love-making: the words Arsenal and Tottenham came up a lot, with very unsexy adjectives describing various players and plaintive remarks about their technique. When she had first grasped this incredible fact, Noa simply asked Noah why he had to think and talk about football during sex. He had answered, without the slightest hint of embarrassment, that he thought about football all the time, and saying his thoughts out loud during sex helped him slow down. Noa was so flabbergasted she forgot to ask which team he supported – though she had a strong feeling it was Tottenham.

And what did Noa think about in bed? Initially, close to nothing. She tried to slowly get to know Noah, whose way of life she had accepted so blindly, without worrying about the fact that he was a total stranger to her. So she did what she had done from the day they met: watched him, watched his every movement, listened to his every word. As long as Noah remained an enigma, he was worth every boring minute of her boring life with him. He was safe. But the minute she cracked his code, he was finished and didn’t even know it.

‘Noah,’ she said one evening after putting their son to bed. They were lounging around in front of the TV, without really watching anything. ‘What does a debt collector actually do?’

Her husband of five years looked up from the sports page of the evening paper and stared at Noa. She repeated the question. ‘We . . . we make people pay their debts,’ he said slowly and gave her a hard look she knew well. It meant: shut up and leave me alone. Not this time; Noa was on a roll. ‘But how? Are you some kind of police or something?’

Noah sighed. ‘Course not. We just write letters and tell people what will happen if they don’t pay up.’ He was dying to go back to his paper. Noa’s inquisitive mood was beginning to annoy him. And she was exposing her ignorance about things everyone knew and no one questioned. Thank God his parents weren’t there to hear.

‘So what are you?’ Noa’s next question startled him. ‘Some kind of mafia?’

Noah’s eyes narrowed just a bit before he said, his voice louder than usual: ‘No, we’re not. Of course we’re not. But we are licensed to send in the bailiffs and initiate court orders if the client doesn’t cooperate.’

Noah knew how to keep cool, very cool. Even under a lot of stress. He knew how to sound menacing and detached at the same time. Maybe it went with that strange job of his. But Noa smelt defeat in the air, and it wasn’t hers. ‘So, Noah,’ she persisted, emphasizing the ‘ch’ sound which she knew he hated, ‘I still don’t see it. How do you get people to pay their debts? And why do you do it? Are you evil or something? I think you are. You and your father. But you’re worse.’

Noah searched his wife’s face for a trace of a smile. Anything to indicate that she was joking. Whenever Noa said something weird, which happened quite often, he made excuses for her on account of her underdeveloped Israeli idea of humour. Like her cooking, Noa’s sense of what constituted an acceptable remark was frequently on the clumsy side. Noah was tired. He hated his job. He hated the life he had forced himself to lead. He was beginning to hate his gorgeous, awkward, crazy wife.

‘If you are trying to be funny, give it up. You have nothing to say, as usual. And you can’t hurt me. I’m going to sleep.’

Noa was a good aim. She had been a first-rate shot in the army. The remote control she threw hit Noah between the shoulder-blades. He turned around, raving mad. The Armenian candlestick hit him in the balls. He doubled over, gasping for air and cursing. ‘You bitch. You fuckin’ bitch. Go to hell.’

Noa slid off the couch and reached for Noah’s red mane, gingerly. He tried to bite her arm, but she gave him her mouth instead. For the first time ever Noah forgot his football mantra.

Later, while he slept, Noa went into the bathroom to cry. But I did mean it, she thought. I meant everything I said, and I meant to hurt him. I need him to go back to being the stranger I fucked. But with me in control this time. You owe me, my little debt collector, she whispered almost tenderly, climbing back into bed. It’s pay-up time.

After that night, their daily routine returned to normal, seemingly unchanged. Noah’s life continued to revolve around his father’s office, football, and dutiful socializing with his parents on weekends and holidays. Sometimes he craved Noa’s body, though not her thoughts. Noa couldn’t care less. She had a plan. Dressing their son mostly in red and white (Arsenal colours) was only a small part of it.

It began with that visit to Joe McElligott’s butcher shop and her first purchase of treyf chicken. She had intended to be in and out of the shop as quickly as possible, to avoid being seen by a friend or acquaintance of Noah’s family. But she was delayed by two things that caught her eye, almost simultaneously: Joe McElligott’s attractively bulging biceps under his white, slightly bloodstained T-shirt, and the sign on the cash register saying WE DELIVER. He smiled at her and said something flattering about her lovely French accent. She smiled back without correcting him and made a mental note of the price list on the wall. She would save a lot of money by sticking to treyf. ‘Yes, ma’am, I do the deliveries myself these days. No charge. Call us any time.’ His plump cheeks reminded her of her son’s smooth round tusik . . . She took the business card he offered her and nodded. Joe McWhatever, she thought, pushing the stroller outside, guess what. This French customer wants your meat.

The phone rang as soon as she unlocked the door. ‘Noale,’ her mother said softly, as if she were in the same room. ‘I don’t know what to do. Your father . . .’ ‘What??! What happened to him?’ Noa screamed. Does the punishment system work this fast?! She hadn’t done anything so far except think about it! ‘Nothing, nothing happened to him. It’s what happened to me. He has another woman, that’s what.’ Noa was numb. This didn’t make sense. Her parents were in their late sixties, and everything about them was as predictable as the pattern on her net curtains. They were both survivors, from the same small Polish town. They’ve known each other since they were almost children. Now they were old, wrinkled, their health was precarious. Their lives had been unspeakably hard, and their worn-out bodies showed it. They couldn’t possibly feel desire for other people and their bodies!

‘I don’t know what to do, Noale. You know the beach we drive to every day?’ Noa’s parents belonged to the daily contingent of determined old men and women who exercised on the Tel Aviv beach early each morning. She had watched them sometimes. Their leathery skin shook in tiny ripples as they marched in and out of the cold waves and performed old-fashioned callisthenics on the sand. ‘The Russian woman we befriended? The one that had those bruises from her husband. The shikse! I invited her to my own home and gave her my old dishes and a kitchen table! My own dishes! Call me back, we can’t afford this.’ Noa called back and listened to her mother weep, long distance. First quietly, like a little girl who lost a precious toy, then louder and louder until her wail sounded like an ear-piercing siren, or a mother mourning the loss of her child. ‘Do you need me there? Do you want to come here?’ Noa asked, gently. ‘I don’t know yet. I have to think. Kiss the baby from me. Call me next week.’ She’s not falling apart, Noa thought, amazed. She wants him back!

For some reason, she decided not to tell Noah. She could just hear his feeble jokes about her father the geriatric philanderer. As she unwrapped the pale, moist chicken, spreading its juicy thighs, a horrible image of her father humping a fleshy, hairy Russian lady flashed through her mind. She could only picture his penis as a kind of insemination syringe, not an instrument of pleasure. Come to think of it, she couldn’t picture it at all. She rubbed a thick layer of spices and sauces into the skin of the cold chicken, to hide its true identity, and shoved it in the oven. Don’t let me down, she said to the dead bird. Act kosher.

Noah’s parents dropped in the next day on their way home from shul. Gerda was stunned by her son’s praise of Noa’s chicken, and insisted on tasting the leftovers. Noa was a bit worried but did not resist. Gerda tasted, swallowed, approved. With a slight tinge of envy, she asked her uncouth daughter-in-law for the recipe. Go to Joe McElligott’s in the High Street, Noa felt like saying. He’ll inspire you.

After that, it was a cinch. She would call Joe with her order, and he would deliver. At first, only once a week. ‘Thank you.’ ‘You’re welcome, ma’am. What a cute baby.’ He was a bit of a chef, and they started talking recipes. She discovered that Noah loved the food she prepared according to Joe’s suggestions. There was the semblance of peace in their home. They were a happy dysfunctional family. Just like everybody else they knew.

Joe’s biceps continued to intrigue her. Sometimes she watched him, unseen, through the shop window, chopping and slicing masses of bloody animal corpses, his muscular right arm a vigorous extension of his powerful body. At home, when she dug with her hands into the raw meat she had bought from him, she felt a wave of lust for her new butcher. One day she lingered a little longer than usual in the window, until he looked up and saw her. Their eyes interlocked for a brief moment, unsmiling. Two hours later, he brought her order, four days too soon. She dumped the meat on the kitchen floor and took him straight to her bedroom. Afterwards, Joe tried to thank her in basic French. Noa giggled and told him the truth.

Joe sat up in her and Noah’s bed, which seemed to have shrunk in size. ‘Ah. So that’s why you never buy my pork. I’ve been wondering.’ He gave Noa a great recipe for roast turkey and promised to bring an Arsenal hat for Noa’s little boy. Next time.

Noah loved the turkey and failed to detect another man’s scent in his bed. He did, however, object to the hat when it appeared on his son’s head. ‘Noa, Noa. Don’t you know we support Spurs? Get rid of that thing.’ But the baby screamed when he made an attempt to grab the hat, and so it stayed, to be followed by a little Arsenal T-shirt and jacket. Joe was a fan.

Noa loved what happened almost every time Joe came to her door. It never lasted long – it couldn’t – but it was perfect. They were lying to the world, but not to each other. They were strangers on the outside, but not in her bed. The polar opposite of the life she led with Noah. She even loved Joe’s work; she called him her butcher from heaven.

She had been expecting her mother’s call, but not this: her mother wanted to come to London and stay with Noa until her husband came to his senses. How long? A week, a month, a year – as long as it takes. ‘I’ll show him, Noale. He can have her but he can’t have me as well. I want to live too. Like you. Kiss the baby from me. See you Friday. Can’t wait.’

Gerda’s call a few minutes later gave her a chill. ‘Noa, have you switched butchers? Mr Meyerson has been asking for you. He says he hasn’t seen you in ages! Where do you get your meat these days? Not Shmulik’s, I hope? He’s a real ganef. You should have asked me first!’

Noa lied, with great skill. No, Gerda. Not Shmulik’s. And changed the subject, no less skilfully, to her mother’s visit. ‘This Friday. Well . . . it’s my father. He’s been cheating on her. Can you believe it?’

Gerda could hardly conceal the excitement in her voice. This was juicy. Didn’t think the old Weinstock had it in him. She offered solicitous advice and said she’d come and stay with the baby while Noa went to Heathrow to pick up her mother. Noa thanked her and accepted.

And so it happened that Joe knocked on Noa’s door, his usual meat delivery in hand (with a few pork chops thrown in this time to introduce his favourite customer to a new delicacy), and found himself face to face with Gerda. She gave him a stern look and asked who he was. ‘McElligott the butcher, ma’am,’ said Joe, a bit taken aback but still smiling – and why not? As far as he knew, their affair was a sweet secret, and Noa had told him nothing about her subversive anti-kosher activity. He left the parcel with Gerda and went, a little surprised at Noa’s absence, but not too worried.

Gerda carried the meat into the kitchen, moving very very slowly, like a stunned animal. Had she heard right? McSomething? A goyish butcher? This could not be. She unwrapped the package and let out a primal scream. It had to be a mistake. But Noa’s name and address was on the invoice she found attached inside. This Israeli parvenue was feeding her son treyf!! She had always known there was something strange about her. And that father of hers! And her poor boy! Suddenly, Gerda remembered the delicious taste of Noa’s chicken. She shuddered. She wanted to scream again, and call Noah, but instead she cried and cried, until she fell asleep, exhausted, on the living room couch.

On the way home from the airport, Noa listened to her mother’s stories about ‘that man’ and ‘that woman’. But he’s still my father, she thought, how do I tell her that? And it seems I have more in common with him than I ever knew. Suddenly she saw her father’s gentle face, remembered his shy smile and his kind eyes, his slow, awkward gestures when he tried to hug her. So what if his still barely erect body had a life of its own. Everything was so goddam complicated . . . ‘Oh, I love this English rain, Noale. I’ll stay a while. Let them bake in the heat.’

When they arrived, Noah was already there, summoned by his mother. Gerda, without acknowledging Noa’s mother’s presence, grabbed Noa by the sleeve and pulled her into the kitchen. ‘This!’ she hissed, pointing at the meat with a mixture of moral outrage and physical nausea, ‘this you’ve been feeding us! Who are you, the devil?’

Noa was expecting some kind of explosion someday, but not so soon. Not today, not like this. Gerda wasn’t supposed to have the upper hand. She looked around the living room. Noah’s face was white, even more than usual. He was speechless. Noa’s mother was confused. She didn’t understand what this was about, but she did register Gerda’s rudeness and barely contained violence. And the defiant look on her daughter’s face.

Observing what was about to become a scene of carnage, Noa regained her courage just as quickly as she had lost it. Strengthened by months of cheerful love-making with Joe, she suddenly felt like facing the enemy instead of wallowing in hidden pain. She would leave the collecting of debts to these pitiful characters, she decided, with their ugly penthouses and their phoney accents.

‘I’ve been meaning to tell you,’ she said without a trace of hysteria, looking straight at Noah, ‘I’m not staying. Not if it means living like this. Like your parents. You’re an efes . . . And . . . your team is crap.’

Gerda jumped up and offered to throw away the meat, but her son stopped her and asked both mothers to take a walk. When they were alone, Noah collapsed on the sofa and burst out laughing: ‘Noa. Come here. You idiot. I never eat kosher away from home. I really don’t give a shit. I do these things for their sake, but I don’t give a shit. Didn’t you know? Really and truly. You can buy any meat you want as far as I’m concerned. What’s for dinner?’ He reached for her, but there was a knock at the door. Joe had come back, hoping to find Noa alone this time. Instead, she was with her pale-looking, panting husband. Noa made a step towards Joe, but her son preceded her. He ran to him, waving his little arms and shouting ‘Ah-senal! Ah-senal!’

Some debts are not worth collecting, thought Noah, noticing the wistful look Joe gave his wife. ‘Wait!’ he said quietly as Joe turned to leave. He disappeared into the kitchen and quickly returned with the meat parcel. ‘Please take this back. My wife and I are becoming vegetarians. As of tonight.’

‘And I’m cooking,’ he added when they were alone again. ‘Do you feel like pasta?’

Noa nodded. She wasn’t sure who had won this one, and she didn’t care. It was over, and it felt good. She decided to buy little Gili a Tottenham hat.



Black Train


There is no easy way to say this: if my mother hadn’t shat herself that New Year’s Eve, in a state of sullen drunkenness and in full view of a large melancholy party marking the end of 1968, we would never have left Prague. While so many of my friends’ families were packing up and leaving, or, more often, leaving without a great deal of conspicuous packing, my parents refused to budge, Russians or no Russians. Until that festive night, when the unbearable embarrassment of suddenly finding herself sitting in a small brown puddle of her own making forced my mother, with my father and myself in tow, to leave Prague on the first train to Vienna the next day, never to return. Our half-hearted pleas that ‘she fell asleep and it wasn’t her fault’ made no difference: losing control over her own body was, in her eyes, the worst weakness of all. No one would ever forget what she had done; she had to emigrate.
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‘A wonderful story-collection set between one place
and another and shaped by a fearless sense of comedy’
W. G. SEBALD
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